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Prologue

Deep in Dryda Forest, in the town of Twigswick, children are taught three things: never stray past the rune posts at the edge of town, run home as fast as you can when you hear the warning bell, and know that Spirits are very real, and very dangerous. These spectres creep between the gnarled trunks of old trees. They slip into the swirling mists surrounding weeping willows. And they lurk in the shade beneath bristly bushes. Hungry for the souls of the living, they prey on anyone who dares enter their woods.

Rangers with wild hearts fight to protect those living in Dryda Forest from its horrors. Unflinching and fearless, they recruit only the bravest to their cause.

Growing up in a world where stepping out of your door could get your soul gobbled up by something monstrous, children survive by following rules, keeping their boots laced tight – in case they have to run fast – and always watching the shadows. This either makes them as tough as winter bark or as jumpy as mice.
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CHAPTER ONE

Nettle and Fern

‘Don’t eat me!’ Nettle let out a strangled cry as cold fingers stroked her cheek. Startled awake, she found herself safe in bed, not being chased through the woods by a swarm of sharp-fanged monsters, like she’d been dreaming.

Nettle smothered a scream as her sister’s face, half illuminated by candlelight, appeared above her.

‘Shh! You’ll wake the whole town,’ Fern hushed, flashing her chipped tooth – the result of an ankle-snagging root when she was younger. Their mother said her cracked smile made Fern look ugly. Fern, however, didn’t listen and kept smiling, especially when she’d been up to mischief.

‘Were you having another nightmare?’ Fern asked, setting down the candle she was holding on the small table between their beds. It was winter, and the smell of frost mingled with a sugary scent as Fern shrugged out of her ruffled coat. She was wearing her foxglove-purple nightdress underneath and a pair of heavy boots, which she pulled off quickly, sliding them under her bed before wriggling under the covers.

‘I always have nightmares,’ Nettle said with a sigh, struggling to remember the last dream she’d had that hadn’t involved a monster chasing her. She sat up in bed, scrambling to keep her blankets from slipping down and letting in the cold. Their mother’s refusal to keep the fire burning overnight meant every room in the cottage was freezing.

‘Did you sneak out to see Poppy again?’ Nettle whispered. Twigswick had a strict curfew. All townsfolk had to stay inside their homes from sunset to sunrise. It was for their own safety. Everyone knew the forest’s Spirits were more powerful at night. But lately, Fern had become reckless, often ignoring the town’s rules.

‘Not this time,’ answered Fern, her teeth chattering. She tossed an item on to Nettle’s lap. ‘I wanted to get you something special for your birthday.’

Nettle eyed the small, lumpy object. In the dark, it looked like one of the town cats had had an accident on her blanket.

‘It’s a berry roll from Briony’s Bakery,’ said Fern. ‘It’s after midnight now, so I can say happy birthday, Nets.’ She grinned as she tucked into her own roll. The mushy blackberry chunks made it look like she had several missing teeth instead of just the chipped one. ‘I know they’re your favourite.’

Nettle’s favourite were actually golden syrup buns. The berry rolls were Fern’s. Fern had a habit of forgetting things Nettle liked and replacing them with whatever she liked instead, but Nettle didn’t want to seem ungrateful, so she bit into the gooey present, trying not to let her face scrunch in disgust at the sour filling.

Nettle always felt a mix of excitement and relief on her birthday, as if each year that passed without her soul being snatched by Spirits was another badge of honour. She imagined twelve golden pins decorating her leaf-green nightdress.

‘Thanks, but you shouldn’t steal things,’ Nettle said. As she swallowed the berry roll, she wished she had something to wash the bitter aftertaste from her tongue. ‘If you get caught, Elder Warren will banish you to the city and you’ll be thrown in jail.’

‘There’s no one brave or stupid enough to drag me all the way through the forest and out the other side just because I pulled off a bakery heist for my little sister,’ Fern replied.

Fern was right. Most people wouldn’t poke a toe past the protective rune posts encircling the town – because most people were afraid of the woods. But Fern wasn’t like everyone else. She never got scared. Not like Nettle.

Six years ago, fear had sunk its teeth into Nettle like a hungry beast and refused to let go. On that day, their brother, Grimswold, let Nettle’s pet chicken out of its coop, and when she couldn’t find her pet in town, Nettle had snuck into the forest to find her. She knew it was dangerous. She knew it was against the rules. She told herself she wouldn’t stray far, but the forest was treacherous. It was as if the trees twisted shut behind her, and soon Nettle was lost. Hours passed as she tore through bracken and shadow until eventually, cold and terrified of being attacked by Spirits, she curled up outside an abandoned fox den. It was at that moment, when she’d given up all hope, that warm hands had grabbed her wrists. Nettle had screamed, but it wasn’t a monster. It was Fern.

The sisters returned home with Nettle shaken but unharmed. But their father hadn’t been so lucky. He’d charged into the woods to find his missing daughter and never returned. All that was ever found was his torn-up hat. Nettle blamed herself for her father’s death. As did her mother and brother. But Fern never held Nettle at fault. Nettle loved Fern fiercely for that, and for saving her from the forest. She knew she would forgive her sister anything – including a tendency to be a little selfish. Their bond was unbreakable.

Ever since that day in the forest, it felt as if a seed of terror had been planted inside Nettle. As the years passed, the seed grew, its branches spreading through every inch of her body. Nettle called it her fear tree because whenever she was afraid, she felt its tendrils twitch beneath her skin, shaking her limbs and locking her legs.

Nettle had sworn never to break another rule again. Rules were there to protect you – and the people you loved. Terrible things happened if you ignored them. She knew that now. That was why Fern’s recklessness scared her so much.

Fern shuffled to the end of her bed. ‘Hold out your hand.’

Nettle did so reluctantly. Not just because she didn’t want to surrender an arm to the cold, but because this game usually ended with her sister dropping a spider into her palm in a misguided attempt to ‘toughen Nettle up’.

Fortunately, there was no arachnid this time. Instead, Fern tied a bracelet woven from dyed grass around Nettle’s wrist. Nettle noticed a purple tinge to her sister’s fingernails. The air wasn’t that cold, was it? Or were the stains from the berry roll?

‘I made one for myself, too,’ Fern said, showing Nettle an identical bracelet fastened around her own wrist. The plaited bands of both were coloured pale green and violet. ‘This way, we’ll never be apart.’

Nettle felt an anxious flutter in her stomach. Beneath her skin, the leaves of her fear tree rustled. ‘What do you mean? Are you going somewhere?’

In the dim candlelight, Fern’s eyes glistened with excitement. ‘It’s New Year’s Eve. The Wildheart Rangers will come to Twigswick tomorrow to make their annual selection. Poppy and I are going to volunteer.’

A chill swept over Nettle. The day she had been dreading had arrived. For as long as she could remember, her sister had wanted to join the Wildheart Rangers – the masked guardians of Dryda Forest. Now Fern was fourteen, she was old enough, but Nettle didn’t want her to leave. Apart from sneaking out after curfew, the sisters did everything together. From chores like dusting the town hall’s pews – although Nettle did most of the cleaning – to attending Elder Warren’s classes – which Fern often dozed through, then copied Nettle’s notes – to playing hide-and-seek in the spooky grove-yard, even though it gave Nettle the creeps.

‘Mother won’t let you,’ Nettle blurted, panic making her voice louder than she intended.

‘Shh.’ Fern’s blonde ringlets poked out from her blanket cocoon as she glanced nervously towards the bedroom door. ‘I don’t need her permission. Rangers are bound by oath to let anyone who asks join them. So long as they’re old enough.’

‘It’s too dangerous!’ Nettle squeaked.

It was the Rangers’ job to protect the people living in Dryda Forest from the evils prowling the woods. There were monstrous ghouls with red eyes and sharp claws, rogue bandits known as Shadow Stalkers and, most deadly of all, the ghostly Hollow Spirits.

‘I survived the woods before,’ Fern boasted. ‘We both did.’

‘That was different.’ Nettle shuddered. ‘We only went in once. Rangers are in the forest all the time.’ She nodded towards the window. ‘You’ll be out there, and I’ll be stuck here with …’ She didn’t finish. She wasn’t sure what was worse – the unpleasant aftertaste left by the berry roll, or the thought of Fern leaving her alone with their mother and brother. ‘You can’t go,’ Nettle pleaded.

‘No one is going to tell me what I can’t do any more,’ said Fern, defiance dripping from every word. Her hazel eyes narrowed. There was an anger simmering behind them that Nettle hadn’t seen before. ‘I’m not going to stay in Twigswick and let every decision be made for me. I don’t want to work in Mother’s hat shop, or wear stupid frilly dresses, or marry Will Weedslip when I’m older – like I know Mother is trying to arrange. I want to be free to make my own choices and just … be me.’

Tears trickled down Nettle’s cheeks. Her sister had clearly made up her mind, and there was nothing she could do or say to change it. What a miserable birthday.

Fern moved to sit beside Nettle. ‘It’s like there are vines holding me in place, Nets – so tight they’re suffocating me. I need to cut myself loose.’ She looked at a small painting mounted on the wall. It was of their family, before their father died. ‘And I want to fight the Spirits, so that they can’t hurt anyone else.’

Nettle wiped the tears from her cheeks with the edge of her blanket. While their father’s death had turned Nettle into a frightened mess, it had emboldened Fern to act.

‘What will happen to me?’ Nettle asked.

‘I’ll come get you,’ Fern said. ‘In two years you’ll be old enough to join the Wildheart Rangers, too. You remember the Ranger’s Rhyme, don’t you?

‘On New Year’s Day I joined the Rangers,’ Fern began, and Nettle joined in.


And swore an oath to protect others from danger.

Brown boots, green cloak and a quiver of arrows,

I stood face-to-face with monsters and shadows.

But Rangers never stand alone,

Together we fight to rid the Gloom from our home.

So come and join us, if you’re bold and brave,

We’ve got secrets to tell you, and a forest to save.



As she finished the rhyme, Nettle shook her head. ‘I could never be a Wildheart Ranger. I’m not brave enough.’

‘The rhyme says Rangers never stand alone. I’ll be there to protect you,’ said Fern, wrapping her arm around Nettle’s shoulders. Nettle felt the anxiety crawling beneath her skin shrink back. Being around her sister was the only thing that kept Nettle’s fear tree quiet.

‘If you join the Rangers, we can be together,’ said Fern.

Nettle felt like she’d swallowed a rock, not a berry roll. Her sister watched her expectantly, waiting for an answer. Perhaps, if Fern was there to protect her, Nettle would find the courage to be a Ranger? The habit of letting Fern get her way took over and Nettle gave a single, nervous nod.

Fern grinned and raised her wrist. ‘In the meantime, these bracelets will connect us. If you’re ever afraid, just touch it and you’ll feel me with you.’

A floorboard creaked outside. In one light-footed bound, Fern blew out the candle and leapt back into her own bed. Nettle lay down and shut her eyes, waiting for the sharp click of the door handle and for their mother to appear. But the door remained closed. Slippers shuffled across the kitchen floor, followed by another door clunking open and shut. It was just their brother going to use the outhouse toilet.

‘Psst.’ Fern’s whisper carried through the dark. ‘If you have another nightmare, just imagine I’m there in my Ranger uniform, fighting off whatever’s scaring you.’ There was a rustle of covers. ‘Goodnight, Nets. Happy birthday.’

Nettle pretended she’d already fallen asleep. As her fingers traced the twists in the woven band Fern had given her, a heaviness pressed on her chest, as if a stone had been laid on top of her. The feeling wasn’t loneliness, or heartache. It was more foreboding, like the unease you feel just before something is about to go wrong.




Three months later …
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CHAPTER TWO

Blood Trees

The graveyard in the town of Twigswick wasn’t typical in any way. There was no creaky iron gate to slam shut behind you and make you jump. No grey-stoned church with a bent spire. No statues of sad angels or gargoyles. No tombstones.

Instead, there were trees. Not wild trees, seeded at random and left to grow with reckless abandon. These trees were planted in orderly rows and pruned daily with care and attention. Just like everything else in Twigswick, the grove-yard of Blood Trees was kept as perfect as possible.

Nettle tugged at the floral brooch clipped to the high collar of her blouse, trying to loosen its grip on her neck. She had been helping her mother and brother board up the family’s hat shop’s windows when Elder Warren came to fetch them and told them to follow him to the grove-yard.

It was the day before the Spring Equinox and everyone in town was busy securing their businesses, stockpiling food and preparing to lock themselves inside their homes for the next six weeks. From tomorrow until Beltane, the day spring turned to summer, the Gloom would be at its strongest.

The Gloom was the curse that infected Dryda Forest; the darkness that ghouls and Hollow Spirits were created from. Each year, on the night of the Spring Equinox, when the Hex Moon shone, the Gloom’s magic surged, weakening Twigswick’s protective rune posts along with those of the other forest towns. At the same time, the Hollow Spirits’ hunger for souls increased tenfold. The Wildheart Rangers called these six weeks the Cursed Season and assigned extra patrols to the towns’ borders, but the Spirits were cunning and still found ways to slip past the masked guardians, either by sneakery or by force. As helpless as baby rabbits against a burrowing fox, all the townsfolk could do was hide in their cottages, tie rosemary sprigs to their front doors – a superstitious custom to ward off ghouls – and pray the Hollow Spirits didn’t follow the scent of human souls to their homes.

Even when the rune posts were working, Nettle never really felt ‘safe’ inside Twigswick, but during the Cursed Season her fear tree would writhe beneath her skin like a dying snake. Knowing how afraid her little sister was, Fern would coax Nettle out from under her bed with playing cards and board games. Grateful for the distraction, Nettle didn’t mind that her sister never stuck to the games’ rules and cheated more often than she played straight. But now Fern was with the Wildheart Rangers, so this year there would be no one to keep Nettle’s terror in check.

Nettle jumped as a crow swooped above her head, its rattling screech echoing around the grove-yard. ‘Why are we here?’ she puffed. Despite his older years, Elder Warren had set a fast pace, and the added pressure on Nettle’s throat from her brooch made it difficult to catch her breath. She wanted to rip the charm away, but with her mother watching, she dared not.

Nettle glanced over her shoulder. The ridiculous, wide-brimmed hat her mother always wore was easy to spot, even through the stubborn spring mist. Rotlina Sourbud was a stern woman who would be rushed by no one, not even priests. As keen as ever to please their mother, Nettle’s nineteen-year-old brother, Grimswold, kept in step beside her, leaving Nettle to scamper ahead of them after Elder Warren.

The tassels on the priest’s robes snaked behind him as he strode along the path. ‘I have news concerning your sister,’ he said, his tone serious.

Nettle almost tripped as her boots caught the hem of her skirt. ‘Has something happened?’ Fear gripped her throat even tighter than the brooch.

When Elder Warren didn’t answer, Nettle reached to touch the bracelet her sister had given her. Strangely, Nettle’s nightmares had stopped since she’d started wearing it. If her dreams veered even slightly towards scary, Nettle swore she could hear Fern’s voice calling out, telling her to wake up. Although recently, Fern’s voice had disappeared from her dreams, leaving Nettle to question whether she’d really heard it at all.

As she fiddled with the bracelet’s plaited strands, Nettle imagined an invisible connection between it and Fern’s identical band. A bond that kept the sisters knotted together, no matter the distance between them. A part of Nettle believed that if anything awful had happened to Fern, she’d have felt it. Another, more rational part, told her the bracelet was nothing but dead grass.

As Elder Warren’s strides slowed, Nettle’s eyes skimmed over the mist-shrouded trees surrounding them. Blood Trees had bark as red as cherries and silver leaves that never fell, no matter the season. A new tree was planted whenever a baby was born in Twigswick. As you grew, so did your Blood Tree. When you died, you were buried between its roots along with your most precious possession.

The hairs on the back of Nettle’s neck stood on end as they passed the path leading to the oldest part of the grove-yard. Her eyes were drawn to a pair of Blood Trees that must have been a hundred years old. Beneath their vast silvery bowers, a branch from each knobbly trunk reached towards the other. Blending at the leaves, it made it look as though the two trees were holding hands. Once, when Nettle had been playing hide-and-seek with her sister, she had crept close to these strange, intertwined trees and a wave of sadness had overwhelmed her, as if the trees themselves had brought out the emotion. Not wanting a repeat of that unsettling encounter, Nettle was relieved when Elder Warren strode away from the ancient trees, into the newer section of the grove-yard.

They arrived at the Sourbud family plot and Nettle’s heart sank as Elder Warren stopped in front of Fern’s Blood Tree. The last time Nettle had stood here was three months ago on New Year’s Day. The day Fern had left with the Wildheart Rangers and a palm-sized piece of silver had been stamped into Fern’s tree to mark her choice. The silver was moulded into the symbol of the Wildheart Rangers – two crossed arrows with a ring of leaves around them and a seed in the centre. The Blood Trees of all those who joined the guardians of Dryda Forest were given the same mark.

The shadowy figures of her mother and brother appeared through the mist. Rotlina’s face was full of its usual scorn, while Grimswold glanced from Elder Warren to Fern’s Blood Tree, looking bored.

‘Well?’ Rotlina said with a sniff, raising a perfectly plucked eyebrow at Elder Warren. Although Rotlina did not like to be rushed, she didn’t like to be kept waiting either.

Nettle’s shoulders tensed at her mother’s irritated tone. She hadn’t always been so cold. Before their father died, their mother had been caring and generous. But grief had changed them all: Nettle’s fear tree had sprung up, Fern had grown restless, and Grimswold constantly sought the approval of their mother, who herself had become cheerless and mean.

Elder Warren looked small as Rotlina glared at him, but Nettle was too anxious to feel sorry for the priest. The fact that he’d brought them to Fern’s Blood Tree could only mean the worst, most unthinkable news. Her sister was dead.

Elder Warren cleared his throat. ‘The Wildheart Rangers have informed me that Fern has abandoned them and defected to the Shadow Stalkers.’

Nettle would have dropped to her knees with relief if Rotlina wouldn’t then have scolded her for getting her skirt muddy. Fern was alive. But she couldn’t believe Elder Warren’s announcement. The Shadow Stalkers were bandits who robbed supply carts and raided forest towns for coin and food. Nettle was only twelve, and during her lifetime the grey-cloaked menaces had already ransacked Twigswick six times. Surely Fern wouldn’t join them?

A whisper of a crease formed between Rotlina’s eyebrows. ‘No daughter of mine would do such a thing. Think of the scandal it would cause me.’ Her voice tightened. Having her daughter join a band of thieves would certainly ruin her chances of winning the spot on the towns’ council she’d been shamelessly clawing for. ‘You must be mistaken.’

For once, Nettle agreed with her mother. What Elder Warren was saying couldn’t be true. Fern’s dream was to become a Wildheart Ranger. There was no way she’d have quit, let alone join the Rangers’ enemies.

‘The Wildheart Rangers have no reason to lie,’ said Elder Warren. ‘Look at your daughter’s Blood Tree. You’ll see its truth.’

The family stepped forward to study Fern’s tree. Now that she looked closely, Nettle could see thick purple veins streaking the ruddy trunk like ivy. Above their heads, the tree’s silver leaves were turning bone white, and unlike the other Blood Trees nearby, whose pale-blue blossom was beginning to bloom, the buds on Fern’s tree had wilted and died.

‘Clear traces of the Gloom,’ Elder Warren stated.

Nettle’s mind fought against what she was seeing and hearing. Panic grew inside her. If Fern was no longer a Ranger, would she still come back for Nettle, like she’d promised?

Nettle had been lost without Fern these past three months. There was no one to talk to when she did her chores. No one to stand up for her when the other children left frogs in her school desk to try to frighten ‘Nervous Nettle’. Without her confident sister to lead the conversation, Nettle had become so tongue-tied that the few friends she did have had drifted away. Grimswold had even bullied her out of the bedroom she’d shared with Fern, forcing her to swap her room for his smaller one with a rattly window that kept her up at night thinking something was trying to claw its way in. Nettle’s only peace had been the thought of reuniting with Fern when she was old enough to join the Wildheart Rangers.

Grimswold clicked his tongue critically. ‘I always said Fern was reckless, didn’t I, Mother?’ He was using the opportunity to suck up to their mother, as usual.

Instead of answering him, Rotlina began anxiously adjusting her lace gloves and smoothing her skirt. ‘That girl never did what she was told. Refusing to help at the shop or be nice to the Weedslip boy. At least when she joined the Rangers the town council complimented me for raising such a brave daughter.’ She shook her head. ‘Well, I shan’t allow her to tarnish the Sourbud name. No one can find out about this.’

Rotlina was twitching like a cat with fleas. Nettle had never seen her mother so agitated. When Rotlina had repositioned her hat for the fifth time, she looked first Nettle and then Grimswold in the eye. ‘We will never speak your sister’s name again,’ she said. ‘From now on, I have one son and one daughter.’

Grimswold nodded in agreement. ‘We should cut down her Blood Tree. Pretend she never existed.’

‘No! You can’t!’ Nettle cried.

Grimswold rolled his eyes. ‘It won’t kill her. Besides, its Gloom-infected presence is a blight on our family’s plot,’ he said with a sniff, and gestured to where his own Blood Tree grew in the shadow of their mother’s.

Nettle was studying her own short, scrawny Blood Tree when Rotlina’s face drew level with hers. The thick layer of make-up across her mother’s cheeks cracked as her lips drew into a thin line.

‘You will forget she ever existed. Do you understand?’ she said firmly.

Nettle froze. If she disagreed, she would be disobeying her mother, but she couldn’t agree to forget Fern. She loved her sister more than anyone. Unable to bring herself to shake or nod her head, Nettle dropped her gaze to her boots.

Rotlina’s transformation from proud cat to bristling tabby appeared to have shaken Elder Warren. Scratching his wispy white hair, the priest spoke soothingly, trying to calm Rotlina down. ‘Blood Trees are sacred. They symbolize lives lived, no matter how short or long, and no matter our actions. It is a sin to cut them down. However, if you wish, I could see that her name is removed from Twigswick’s records. If you’ll follow me to the town hall, I’ll do it now.’

‘You can’t erase her!’ Nettle’s head snapped up to plead with her mother. ‘Fern would never join the Shadow Stalkers by choice. Someone needs to find out what happened!’

Rotlina ignored Nettle’s pleas. ‘We’ll come to the town hall,’ she said to Elder Warren. ‘Then I must finish boarding up my shop.’

Nettle looked at her mother in disbelief. Rotlina didn’t care about finding out what had happened to Fern – she was so consumed with getting a place on the council that she’d rather cover up her existence, like make-up over a blemish.

Something nudged its way through the branches of Nettle’s fear tree. Whatever the emotion was, it jolted through her so fast that Nettle didn’t have time to recognize it. ‘I’m staying here,’ she announced.

Grimswold gawped at Nettle, his eyes wide like a spooked owl’s. Nettle was just as surprised by her outburst. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d stood her ground against her mother.

‘After what happened to your father, I thought you’d learnt that disobedience has consequences.’ Her mother sniffed. ‘Your sister was a troublemaker, and look where she’s ended up – in the company of miscreants and criminals.’

Nettle’s brief, bold flicker of defiance was quickly crushed as guilt struck her like a branch to the stomach.

Rotlina exhaled a long, disapproving breath through her nose. ‘Stay if you must,’ she said, looking down at her daughter. ‘Tidy yourself up. Re-tuck your blouse and clean your boots. When you’re feeling less sensitive and you’re ready to forget about … that girl … you will join us at the shop.’

Elder Warren drew a holy symbol in the air in front of Fern’s Blood Tree, then escorted Rotlina down the path. Grimswold ran a hand through his overly oiled, slicked-back blonde hair before following.

As soon as Nettle was alone, she unclipped the brooch from the collar of her blouse. She wanted to toss it into a patch of daffodils and leave it there – that’s what Fern would have done – but Nettle could never be as bold as her sister, so she popped the brooch into her pocket.

Straining her eyes past the Blood Trees, she watched the shadows lurking at the forest’s edge. The grove-yard was located on the far side of Twigswick, close to the line of rune posts that encircled the town. When Nettle and Fern were younger, Fern would run up to the posts and touch them, then dare Nettle to do the same, but Nettle was always too afraid.

Why would Fern leave the Wildheart Rangers? The question swelled like a sponge in Nettle’s mind, pushing all other thoughts away. She wouldn’t, her heart answered. Something must have gone wrong.

Desperation scratched at Nettle’s insides. Fern needed help, and with her mother and brother busy pretending Fern didn’t exist, Nettle was the only hope her sister had. But what could she do? Her eyes searched Fern’s Blood Tree, looking for a sign, a clue – anything that might give her more information. ‘What happened to you, Fern?’ Nettle muttered to herself.

A dull thud sounded beside her. The Wildheart Rangers’ mark had fallen from Fern’s Blood Tree. On the trunk, behind where the metal stamp had been, was a face. Nettle’s blood ran cold. It was that of a bearded old man with oak leaves for his eyes and tongue. His mouth was a gaping hole, out of which the purple, ivy-like veins had grown.

Nettle let out a horrified gasp. A heartbeat later, a child’s laugh echoed around the grove-yard. ‘Hello?’ she spluttered. ‘Is someone there?’

A breeze rustled the leaves above her head, followed swiftly by another ripple of laughter. Out of the corner of her eye, Nettle spotted a flash of white – like the hem of a dress. Worried someone had been listening to what Elder Warren had said about her sister, Nettle took a step towards where she thought the eavesdropper was.

‘It’s not true what you heard. My sister would never join the Shadow Stalkers.’ Her eyes scanned the freshly swept paths between the trees. There was no sign of anyone.

Taking another step, something broke beneath her foot. She lifted her boot to find a thin stub of white chalk crumbled in the grass. In front of her was her own Blood Tree. Words were scribbled across its stunted, cherry-red trunk. Words that hadn’t been there before.


Come play in the woods



They were written in chalk.

A loud clanging cut through the quiet. Nettle jumped as birds and critters burst from the Blood Trees’ branches in an alarm of flapping, scurrying and hopping.

The town’s warning bell was ringing.
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CHAPTER THREE

Rule Breaker

The town hall was the only building made of stone, not wood, in all of Twigswick. A tower jutted out of its roof. Inside the tower a bronze bell rocked back and forth, clanging out a chaotic melody. Nettle spotted her mother and brother leaving through the hall’s open doors.

‘What’s going on? Why is the bell ringing?’ Nettle puffed, out of breath from having sprinted all the way back to town.

‘Pansy Chillwind saw two Hollow Spirits inside the town,’ explained Grimswold. His skin had turned so sickly-looking with fear it was almost green. ‘She says it’s the Chalk Twins.’

Nettle felt her fear tree’s tendrils lash hold of her heart and squeeze. Of all the Hollow Spirits, the Chalk Twins were the most troublesome, leaving a trail of chaos and mess wherever they went. Their screams didn’t cause madness like the Lost Princess’s, whose cries had driven Buck Rollstone into the river outside his watermill. They weren’t as sinister as the Hunter with his noose, who’d dragged the old cobbler into the woods. The Chalk Twins were children, but that didn’t make them less dangerous. They would still swallow your soul in a heartbeat.

‘How did they get in? The rune posts should still be working!’ Panic flooded her limbs like a river bursting its banks. ‘We need to get home!’

But Rotlina wouldn’t be rushed. ‘I didn’t lock up the shop!’ she exclaimed, starting back towards the high street. As she did, a metallic crash boomed, followed by a plume of flames bursting from the nearby blacksmith’s chimney. The Chalk Twins were already causing mayhem.

Nettle’s gaze dropped from the cloud of cinders to the town’s buildings. Across the doors and fences – even the roof of the town’s well – were white handprints, as though someone had dipped their palms in paint. No, not paint. Chalk. A wave of recognition hit Nettle. The colour and look were just like the writing on her Blood Tree. The Chalk Twins must have written her the message.

In the distance, the sound of children’s laughter carried over a racket of smashing. The Twins had moved from the blacksmith’s to the potter’s store.

‘The Wildheart Rangers had better get here soon. I don’t want ghastly chalk handprints all over my hats,’ Rotlina huffed, more concerned for her shop than the thought of having her soul eaten.

The warning bell continued to chime, calling the Rangers to help the town. Despite her fear, Nettle felt a moment of hope. Once the Rangers had driven the Chalk Twins back into the forest, she would have the perfect opportunity to ask them about Fern!

But her hopes were dashed immediately, as she realized there was no way Rotlina was going to let her ask questions and risk the whole town finding out that Fern had – allegedly – joined the Shadow Stalkers. No, if she really wanted to find out what had happened to her sister, she’d have to speak to the Rangers alone. Which meant leaving Twigswick to seek out the Rangers’ camp in Dryda Forest … Her mind whirred. The chaos caused by the Chalk Twins would be the perfect opportunity to slip away. But she’d be breaking one of Twigswick’s core rules – no stepping past the rune posts.

A warning tugged at the back of Nettle’s mind, reminding her that terrible things happened when you ignored the rules. But if she didn’t take this chance, she wouldn’t just be forced to pretend Fern never existed – she would never know what had happened to her sister. Nothing could be more terrible than that.

‘Grimswold, take Mother back to the cottage,’ Nettle said. ‘I’ll lock the shop.’ The words escaped her mouth before her fear had a chance to clamp her teeth shut.

‘What?’ Grimswold spluttered.

Rotlina looked down her pinched nose at Nettle. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll bolt like a skittish pony at the first sign of danger.’ She lifted a key on a chain from around her neck and handed it to Nettle’s brother. ‘Grimswold, you must –’

‘If Nettle wants to volunteer, let her.’ Grimswold recovered from his shock to pass the hat-shop key to Nettle. ‘It would be better for me to stay and keep you safe, Mother. Let Nettle go. If her soul is as small and weak as she is, the Spirits won’t want to eat it anyway.’

Nettle wasn’t surprised at her brother’s willingness. Grimswold only pretended to be brave – deep down she knew he was just as cowardly as she was. What did surprise her was the way her mother’s icy expression cracked, and lines of worry creased the edges of her eyes.

‘Fine. Lock the shop, but then come straight home,’ her mother said. She cupped her daughter’s cheek for a moment, her face softening ever so slightly, and Nettle caught a glimpse of the mother she’d had before everything had gone so wrong. But as quickly as it had appeared, the softness vanished and Rotlina turned, walking away with Grimswold trailing behind.

Nettle felt hope flutter in her chest like a butterfly. Perhaps a kernel of the person her mother used to be was still there, hidden beneath layers of hardened shell that had grown when Nettle’s father died. Nettle wondered if that crack meant, with time, their mother could change her mind about erasing Fern. But there was no time to wait for her mother’s change of heart. She needed to make sure Fern was OK. If her sister was in trouble then Nettle would do anything to help her, even if that meant breaking the rules she had sworn to always follow.

Around her, townsfolk closed their shutters and locked their front doors. Keeping up the pretence that she was going to protect the shop, Nettle shuffled down empty streets towards the store. She skulked past the potter’s as ceramic jars, bowls and plates flew out of a broken window, smashing into pieces on the cobblestones. The pale figure of a small boy in a tattered tunic dashed past the window. Nettle hoped the Spirit hadn’t spotted her.

The door to the hat shop was open when she arrived. Her body stiffened as she glanced inside. In the middle of the shop floor was a little girl in a long white dress. Limp, dirty hair stuck to her face beneath one of the store’s fancy hats. Twirling on the spot, the girl hummed a haunting melody.

Nettle’s hand trembled as she reached for the polished doorknob. She imagined the girl’s ghostly head snapping in her direction, her jaw unhinging like a snake to suck Nettle’s soul from her chest. But to Nettle’s relief, the girl kept spinning, and the door glided shut without a sound. She twisted the key and left it in the lock before turning on her heel and sprinting away.

Nettle ran beyond the shops to the road leading out of town. It was mostly grass, with two strips of bare earth where the wheels of carts had rubbed bald patches. The forest loomed in front of Nettle as she skidded to a stop between the two tall rune posts that marked the border of Twigswick. The rune symbols carved into the wood emitted a warm light, as if there was a candle lit behind them. Whatever magic the Rangers used to create the markings still looked to be working, so how had the Chalk Twins managed to get through?

A patch of white on one of the posts drew Nettle’s eye. Chalk had been smeared across the runes. Perhaps the runes didn’t work if the carvings were tampered with? But the Spirits had never been able to damage the rune posts before. Had something happened to make the Spirits stronger?

Nettle wasn’t sure, and there was no time to think about that now. She needed to keep moving before her mother and brother realized she was missing. But as she went to walk beyond the boundary, her legs suddenly felt heavy, as if her fear tree had pushed roots through the soles of her shoes and wouldn’t let her take another step.

I’m too afraid, a quiet, terrified voice whimpered in the back of Nettle’s mind. I can’t do this. I can’t break the rules. I can’t leave Twigswick. I’m too scared.

Her fingers instinctively traced the woven strands of the bracelet Fern had given her. Her sister hadn’t hesitated to run into the forest to save Nettle when she needed her most. Now Fern needed Nettle to be brave for her. She felt her fear tree’s roots weaken and she lifted her foot. No matter how great her fear, Nettle’s love for her sister was greater.

Nettle hovered her boot above the invisible line between the rune posts. ‘Don’t worry, Fern – I’m coming!’ she called out, then took as big a step as she could.
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